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Customer experience leaders need insights into customer goals, needs,
expectations and behaviors to support successful CX initiatives. Use this
research to understand how user research methodologies help you build
productive and powerful customer experiences.

Key Challenges
■ Customer experience (CX) leaders struggle to get their organization’s support and investment

necessary for user research even though the discipline applies an array of methodologies to
evaluate and determine customer needs, goals, behaviors and motivations. This forces CX
programs to proceed without necessary customer insight.

■ Lacking awareness of the breadth of methodologies available to them, CX leaders rely too
heavily on data from secondary sources or, worse, move forward with data gaps that lead to
false assumptions or skewed results.

■ Budget issues, time constraints or peer pressure from others in the organization push CX
leaders to use an incorrect methodology to obtain needed data, resulting in wasted efforts and
incorrect or unusable data.

Recommendations
Customer experience leaders responsible for helping their organizations to understand and obtain
first-party customer insights that drive CX design and execution need to:

■ Attack misconceptions and excuses raised to avoid conducting user research. Educate others
on how user research fills information gaps, reduces design/development time frames and
scope, and helps confirm that proposed experiences and products will be successful.

■ Conduct both quantitative (the “what”) and qualitative (the “how” and “why”) types of user
research. Form a more robust and accurate picture of what is needed and what will work to
achieve desired outcomes by using a combination of methodologies.
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■ Define the issue or question you are trying to answer before selecting a research methodology.
Resist pressure to confirm a desired outcome or use a particular methodology just because it’s
considered easier or faster or is favored by others in your organization.

Table of Contents

Introduction............................................................................................................................................ 2

Analysis..................................................................................................................................................3

Dispel Misconceptions About Conducting User Research and Educate Others on the Benefits of

User Research..................................................................................................................................3

Combine Qualitative and Quantitative Insights to Create Powerful Experiences.................................5

Identify the Insights Needed and Select the Right Methodologies..................................................... 7

Gartner Recommended Reading.......................................................................................................... 12

List of Tables

Table 1. Common User Research Misconceptions Versus Reality........................................................... 5

Table 2. Common User Research Methodologies That Help Inform Customer Experience...................... 9

List of Figures

Figure 1. User Research Informs All Stages of Your Customer Experience Development Process........... 3

Figure 2. Probing User Research Questions for Customer Experience Initiatives..................................... 7

Introduction
Whether you are building personas, constructing journey maps or creating/improving a customer
experience, high-quality user research is critical. To uncover what matters to your customers, build
and deliver the experiences they want and avoid market failure and wasted efforts, you have the
insights that user research delivers. User research helps you to understand not just what your
customers do, but also why and how they do it. Instead of squandering time, budget and resources
on efforts you think will add value or resolve issues, user research provides you with the data that
confidently allows you to make the right design decisions.

CX leaders know that customers expect personalized, targeted, relevant experiences that help them
achieve their goals. User research supplants opinion by gathering facts that improve your
understanding and inform your initiatives and decisions. This is true no matter where you are in your
experience or development efforts (see Figure 1). User research gives you an in-depth view into
your customers, products and services by illuminating data such as:
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■ Customer needs, expectations, preferences, perspectives and emotions

■ What your customers value — what matters to them

■ How your customers do things — and how they’d like to do them

■ How your product/service is viewed and/or used or will be used

■ Where pain points, or frictions, exist and where you are successful

■ What changes or additions will drive improvement and are worth making

Figure 1. User Research Informs All Stages of Your Customer Experience Development Process

Source: Gartner (March 2019)

Analysis

Dispel Misconceptions About Conducting User Research and Educate Others on the
Benefits of User Research

Customer experience relies on understanding your customers — what they want, need, feel, think
and do. Well-known brands are now frequently in the news for making preventable blunders that
harm their brands and negatively impact their bottom line. For example, Prada and Gucci faced

severe backlash for offering products that were considered by many to be racist.
1,2 Mistakes like this

are expensive, and while Prada’s and Gucci’s research is unknown to us, CX leaders know that
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thorough research before, during and after product launches can significantly decrease the risks
and costs of missteps such as this.

Conversely, powerhouse organizations such as Amazon constantly refer to the role customer insight
and feedback plays in their success. Gartner research shows this attitude is also now prevalent
among marketing leaders, with 74% citing market and customer insight as their most important
capability in supporting their company’s business goals. (See “Marketing Organization Capabilities
Survey 2017: Customer Insight, Martech and Creativity Are Essential Ingredients for Modern
Marketing Teams.”)

Yet too many organizations still dismiss the need to conduct customer-centric research. Common
justifications for omitting user research include:

■ Imagined risk

■ Lack of time

■ Budget and resources

■ Incorrectly believing necessary insights already exist.

User research gives you the information you need to deliver the
important, relevant, efficient and effective experiences that
return bottom-line value for your customers and your company.

Table 1 lists some common user research misconceptions and explanations you can use to correct
them.
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Table 1. Common User Research Misconceptions Versus Reality

Misconception Reason Reality

Risk: “It’s too risky to try things out on
prospects or customers.”

“We conduct research in controlled environments. The experiments let
us test and innovate in small segments instead of rolling out to larger
audiences and dealing with potential issues in production.”

Lack of Budget: “We don’t have the
budget to do user research/acquire
research tools.”

“Research eliminates the cost of implementing things that don’t work,
aren’t truly needed or, worse, harm our brand. The cost of fixing or
addressing issues in production is much higher in dollar and customer
cost.”

Lack of Time: “We don’t have time to do
research.”

“Many of the tools enable us to conduct user research quickly, offering
help with participant recruitment, easy research setup and fast results
analysis. The results also prevent wasting time further on in the
development cycle on features or changes that don’t improve
outcomes.”

Lack of Time/Budget: “We don’t have the
time or budget to find, implement and
manage all these different tools.”

“Many research tools also offer multiple methodologies in one product,
reducing implementation and maintenance efforts and costs.”

Already Know/Have: “I/we know what our
customers want or need.”

“Even assuming you are correct about what customers want, research
will validate it with greater certainty than gut feeling or opinion.
Research gives us the ammunition needed to garner more support and
to make data-driven decisions. Opinions are no longer good enough.”

Already Know/Have: “We already have so
much data and we don’t know how to use
it/act on it.”

“We do have a lot of data, but we need to know something specific to
inform a project and we have a gap in our knowledge on this particular
need.”

Already Know/Have: “We have that
already (market research or analytics).”

“While market research and user research share similar goals and
methodologies, using those methodologies is different and obtains
different data/results. Quantitative analytics are important, but they
explain the ‘what,’ not the ‘why,’ which is just as important.”

Lack of Resources: “We don’t have the
expertise in-house to conduct user
research.”

“Many research vendors offer additional support services to help
create, facilitate and/or analyze results. We can also hire contractors to
provide research expertise.”

Lack of Resources: “We will need too
large of a sample size and it’s going to be
too hard/take too long to get that many
participants.”

“A large sample size isn’t necessary for a lot of the methodologies. We
can also reach out to our current clients and ask if they’d like to
participate. Many of the research tools also offer recruiting services and
assistance to help address this issue.”

Source: Gartner (March 2019)

Combine Qualitative and Quantitative Insights to Create Powerful Experiences

To obtain accurate insight into and about your customers (and customer experience), it’s important
to use both quantitative and qualitative research. Organizations tend to lean heavily on quantitative
methodologies and results, viewing them as easier to conduct and report on. However, they also
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frequently fail to connect a quantitative data point to an actionable insight. There may be a
disconnect between what people say they do and what they actually do.

It is also not enough to know that you have a 0.35% click-through rate. You need to know if that is
good or bad, why you have that rate and how you can improve it. It is important to understand the
context about the number. You will miss important insights, make incorrect assumptions and
potentially try to resolve issues that do not exist by collecting only quantitative data.

Relying on quantitative analytics alone omits the much-needed context that targeted, personalized
experiences need and behavioral and attitudinal research provides. Using research methods that
help you uncover why and how people do (or prefer to do) what they do also help to identify
unexpected issues, skewed survey data caused by poor survey design, or errors or omissions in
self-reported data.

Relying on Quantitative Data Alone Could Be a Big Mistake

One organization assumed that poor conversion on one of its new product pages
meant something was wrong with the page’s content. In response to this quantitative
data, the company initially made plans to revamp its messaging and do a complete
design overhaul of the product page and others like it. Their plans changed after
qualitative observation and interviews determined that most people had all of the
information they needed and chose to make the product purchase in-store. Based on
this new knowledge, the retailer left the original content alone, but added store locator
links and in-store inventory availability functionality to the page to help facilitate the
offline purchase.

Some qualitative research methods may take more time and greater effort to administer. But getting
the rich, contextual data qualitative research offers will help you both minimize and optimize your
development time and better align with your customer and prospect needs and expectations.

Methodologies such as ethnographic study are essential to see what people actually do versus
what they tell you they do. Gartner research shows that advancements in user research tools have
also made it easier to obtain qualitative research. Many user research vendors, such as Userlytics,
UserTesting and UserZoom, offer services to improve the efficiency of your research, such as
services to efficiently recruit participants, facilitate methodologies and roll up research results.

This doesn’t mean that knowing the “why” or “how” is more important than knowing the “what.” If
you do qualitative research only, you won’t know if your results reflect the larger population or
trends. Understanding what is occurring is an important step in determining where to focus your
efforts.

It’s not a question of qualitative versus quantitative research. To
deliver the best CX you need both.
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Identify the Insights Needed and Select the Right Methodologies

Personas are created from the qualitative and quantitative insights user research delivers (see
“Where Marketers Get Data to Inform Personas and Journey Maps”). What your customers are
thinking, doing and feeling along their customer journey, as well as most critical touchpoints, come
from or are validated through your research outcomes (see “Create Actionable, Insight-Driven
Journey Maps”). Innovations and enhancements to your experiences and products are informed
from the feedback and awareness user research provides.

There are many different user research methodologies and tools and they all provide helpful
information — if you utilize them properly. Ask probing questions to help determine your data needs
and research objectives (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Probing User Research Questions for Customer Experience Initiatives

Source: Gartner (March 2019)

Gartner, Inc. | G00378364 Page 7 of 14



This research note is restricted to the personal use of susie.hume@excellus.com.

This research note is restricted to the personal use of susie.hume@excellus.com.

As you review these questions, avoid the temptation to say that you want to answer all of them.
Return to the objective of the research — that burning question you’re trying to answer — and
prioritize your questions accordingly.

Once you understand your most important questions, you are prepared to select the best
methodology or methodologies that will get you the answers. Consider the range of available user
research methodologies, and select the ones that match your objectives and questions. While it is
common to use a combination of user research methodologies to derive needed insights, Table 2
shows a sample list of common methodologies and how they can help inform CX initiatives.

Even in organizations that value user research, practitioners can face pressure to validate or ensure
a particular outcome. Using a tool or methodology the organization already has or supporting a
popular outcome may seem most efficient. However, if it’s not the best methodology, it can lead to
wasted effort and diminished or flawed results. For example, a retailer wanted to use focus groups
to determine if a new layout for one of its product-results page was intuitive. The retailer’s user
research team suggested using think-out-loud, task-based testing instead, where they could watch
their customers navigate the page, see if and where they encountered issues and ask questions
about the experience instead. By using a more appropriate methodology, the retailer learned where
its issues in the page were and addressed them before putting the page live. It was also able to
apply those lessons to other product pages.
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Table 2. Common User Research Methodologies That Help Inform Customer Experience

Methodology What It Is Typically Used
to Determine …

Common CX Questions It
Helps Provide Insights For

How You Might
Use It

A/B and
Multivariate
Testing

A/B testing compares
two versions of a
customer experience
to see which
performs better.
Multivariate testing
examines multiple
changes at the same
time.

Which version
will perform
better/drive
more
conversion, drive
greater customer
response and/or
increase
business value?

■ What do our customers
prefer to do?

■ What will improve/optimize
our experience?

■ Is this the right look/feel?

Comparing two
different design
layouts of your
homepage to see
which drives more
customers deeper
into your site.

Card Sorting A method used to
determine or assess
how your customers
think about or group
information.

What should our
content structure
be?

■ How do our customers/
prospects think?

■ Can our customers/
prospects accomplish their
goals?

■ Is this the right look/feel?

■ What will improve/optimize
our experience/product?

Creating new
navigation for your
website redesign.

Ethnographic
Study

An observational
technique that uses
objective behavioral
data to observe
customers in their
environment and
obtain data about
context of use.

How do people
interact with our
product in their
environment/ho
w does it fit in
their lives?

■ What do our customers/
prospects need?

■ What do our customers/
prospects do?

■ What’s working/not
working?

■ Can our customers/
prospects accomplish their
goals?

■ Are customer/design
expectations being met?

■ What will improve/optimize
our experience/product?

Observing
customers as they
order supplies from
the field using your
new mobile app.

Focus Group A group of people
assembled to
participate in a
moderated
discussion about a
concept or topic.

What do our
customers/
prospects think
or feel about
“X”?

■ What do our customers/
prospect think, need or
feel?

■ What’s working/not
working?

■ Are customer/prospect
expectations being met?

To obtain opinions
on what customers
might like to see
changed regarding
your customer care
services.
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Methodology What It Is Typically Used
to Determine …

Common CX Questions It
Helps Provide Insights For

How You Might
Use It

Heat Mapping A visual
representation of
customer activity on
a page that depicts
which areas received
the most focus,
typically by
monitoring mouse
movements or eye
movements.

Where on our
pages are
people focusing
the most?

■ What do our customers/
prospects do?

■ Is this the right look/feel?

Determining if the
design of your
landing page drives
customers to the
content areas you
want it to.

Heuristic
Evaluation

An expert review of a
product’s customer
interface to assess
usability issues.

Are we following
customer
experience best
practices for our
intended
audience?

■ Is this easy to use/
intuitive?

■ Is this the right look/feel?

■ Are design expectations
being met?

■ What’s working/not
working?

Assessing where
you may have
usability issues
with your website.

Interviews Questions asked by a
researcher to a
participant to obtain
information.

What do our
customers/
prospects think
about “X”?

■ What/how do our
customers/prospects think,
need or feel?

■ Why do our customers/
prospects do what they
do? What do they prefer to
do?

■ Why do they do what they
do?

■ Can our customers/
prospects accomplish their
goals?

■ Are customer/prospect
expectations being met?

To gain an in-depth
understanding.

Low-/High-
Fidelity
Testing

Paper-/computer-
based interactive
product prototypes
or representations
used to uncover
usability issues.

Are people able
to easily use our
product?

■ Is this easy to use/
intuitive?

■ Is this the right look/feel?

■ What is working/not
working?

■ Can our customers/
prospects accomplish their
goals?

Looking for
confusing, friction
or pain point areas
in your product or
customer journey.
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Methodology What It Is Typically Used
to Determine …

Common CX Questions It
Helps Provide Insights For

How You Might
Use It

■ What do our customers/
prospects do? Why do
they do it?

■ What will improve/optimize
our experience/product?

■ What/how do our
customers/prospects think,
need or feel?

Surveys A standardized
questionnaire sent to
a sample of
respondents from a
population.

What do our
customers/
prospects think
about this?

■ What/how do our
customers/prospects think,
need or feel?

■ Why do they do what they
do? What do they prefer to
do?

■ Are their expectations
being met?

When you need a
large sample size
to establish trends.

Tree Test A method of
determining the
findability of topics in
a website.

Is the structure
of our website
logical?

■ How do our customers
think? What do they need?

■ Is this easy to use/
intuitive?

■ Can they accomplish their
goals?

■ Are design expectations
being met?

■ What will improve/optimize
our experience/product?

When redesigning
your website.

Usability
Testing

A technique where
customers try to
complete real tasks
on a website, app,
device or software.

Are people able
to easily use our
product?

■ What do our customers/
prospects do/prefer to do?

■ Why do they do what they
do?

■ What/how do they think,
need or feel?

■ Is this easy to use/
intuitive?

■ Is this the right look/feel?

Looking for
confusing or pain
point areas within
your product.
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Methodology What It Is Typically Used
to Determine …

Common CX Questions It
Helps Provide Insights For

How You Might
Use It

■ Can our customers/
prospects accomplish their
goals?

■ Are design expectations
being met?

■ What will improve/optimize
our experience/product?

Source: Gartner (March 2019)

Gartner Recommended Reading
Some documents may not be available as part of your current Gartner subscription.

“Integrate User Research and Testing Into Agile Processes to Improve Customer Experience and
Products”

“How to Conduct Ethnographic Research”

“Use Gartner’s User Research Maturity Model to Gain Actionable Customer Insight”

“Improve Response Quality and Rates Through Improved Survey Design”

“Filtering VoC Data to Identify Salient Customer Issues”

“Customer Listening Portfolio Tool”

Evidence

Gartner’s Marketing Organization Capabilities Survey, 2017: This study was conducted via
computer-assisted telephone interviewing/web to understand current and emerging approaches to
marketing organizational design and structures. The research was conducted online or through
phone interviews from August 2017 through September 2017 among 300 respondents in the U.S.,
Canada and the U.K. Qualifying organizations had at least $500 million in total annual revenue for
fiscal 2016 from industries such as banking and insurance, high tech, consumer packaged goods,
manufacturing, media, retail (excluding grocery), transportation/hospitality and healthcare providers.
The participating senior marketing leaders were required to have direct involvement in marketing
and/or merchandising, business unit or brand management, strategic planning or marketing
finances. A team of Gartner analysts who follow marketing leaders research developed the survey,
and Gartner’s Research Data and Analytics team reviewed, tested and administered it.

Disclaimer: Results do not represent global findings or the market as a whole but reflect sentiment
of the respondents and companies surveyed.
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1 “Prada Accused of Using Blackface Imagery at NYC Store and Online,” CBS.

2 “Why These Gucci Clothes Are Racist,” Business Insider.
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